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1.

Various studies indicate that the married student
Population in American universities and colleges ranges
from 20-25 percent of total enrollments at various times.
According to the Bureau of the Census, Current Population
Report for 1981, 20.3 percent of all college students
14-34 years old were married.
Prior to the 1940s, married students were generally
perceived as irresponsible, psychologically deficient,
and as having a negative effect on the single students.
Though this attitude has changed, there still exists the
feeling for many that marriage and college do not mix.
The bulk of studies about married students began
during the 1940s when colleges and universities were
experiencing an influx of veterans. Studies of married
students of this period found them to be more mature,
responsible, and capable of achieving higher GPAs than
unmarrieds. The similar characteristics of the veteran
student provided findings that did not always generalize
to married students of recent times. Veterans of the 1940s
were generally males, older than the traditional student,
had established families,

and had often received some

technical training in the service. Veterans were also
able to fund their education through the G.I. Bill of
Rights. As married student populations became more diverse,
the need for continued research became apparent.

2.

During the 1950s, married student populations
began to change. Students were getting married earlier,
they had to provide their own funding, more students
were enrolling in graduate programs, and the number of
female students began to increase. Studies continued to
report greater academic achievement for the married
student. However, with the changing population came
conflicting reports. Married student characteristics
were becoming more diverse and complex.

As it became

evident that broad generalizations would no longer apply
to such a diverse group, studies began to explore the
specific elements affecting the adjustment of married
students. As the number of studies grew, it became
apparent that the moderating variables were linked to
marital adjustment.
The purpose of this review is to identify and examine
the factors inovolved in the adjustment of married students
to college life and to present suggestions for accommodating
this population. Attempts have been made to utilize
current literature. Though some findings have held over
time, characteristics identified in earlier studies no
longer apply to the current population. The result has
been a number of conflicting reports.

3.

Academic Adjustment
In an earlier study (Epler 1947), it was found
that married veterans performed better academically than
non-married veterans, and veterans performed better than
non-veterans. Aller (1963) and Epler

also found that the

presence of children had a positive effect on GPA. In an
historical examination of adjustment differences between
married and single undergraduates, Busselen and Busselen
(1975) found that married students achieved greater
academic success. Married students are reported throughout
the literature as having higher GPAs than non-married
students. The fact that these students are married does
not necessarily mean they get better grades. It is,
however, generally accepted that students who are married
are more mature,

responsible, have a greater investment

in their education, and are more goal directed. Because
of these traits,

they tend to achieve better than their

unmarried counterparts.
A more recent study by Ma and Wooster (1978)
stratified the respondents by sex, major, and classification.
Married students were further classified

as those with

children and those without children. Other control
variables included date of high school graduation, ACT
scores, employment status, type of employment, and family
background. The most significant findings represent the
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nature of the complex interaction of factors which
influence today's married students. It was found that
married students had higher GPAs than the non-married.
Students with children did not have higher GPAs than
those without children when the parent was employed.
Married students holding white collar jobs did not
outperform unmarried students. A significant amount
of variance in almost every occasion was also explained by
SAT scores. These findings suggest that academic performance
is related,

to some degree,

to inate ability. However,

when certain stressors, such as the combination of children
and employment or the stressors of white collar jobs, are
introduced, the rule does not hold.
Though studies indicate that married students
generally excel,

there exist certain conditions or

combinations of conditions which negatively affect
adjustment. Th.e degree to which students can adjust to
these factors determines whether or not they will
succeed in school or in their marriage. Student families
have a wide variety of factors influencing their lives.
No longer do they fit a particular mold as veterans of
earlier studies did. Recent studies focus on the intrafamily influences affecting married students. The major
source of stress comes from the changes experienced in
role relationships. Academics alone can be stressful.
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For the married student assuming several responsibilities,
the pressure becomes magnified. However, all students
experience academic stress, and there have only been a
few suggestions directed to academicians regarding the
married student; these will be discussed later. Attention
now turns to marital adjustment.

Marital Adjustment
One of the problems in conducting research on
married students is that samples almost always represent
the successful student, particularly in the case of
graduate students. Students who are unable to cope or
make the adjustment drop out. Astin (1975) identified
some major reasons students drop out of college. In
regard to married dropouts, Astin found that finances,
adjustment problems, and family concerns are primary
reasons for l~aving school. These same problems were
also reported in a number of other studies.
In a study of graduate school and families,
McLaughlin (1985) discovered three primary sources of
stress: financial concerns; communication and time
deficiencies, and role conflicts. He found that the
most successful graduate students were single females,
due to limited role conflicts. The least successful
were women with families,

due to role conflicts and added
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home responsibilities. The responsibilities of homemaking
cut down on leisure time,
family,

sex life, and communication with

all of which produced stress. An earlier study by

Gruver and Labadie (1975) at the University of Arizona
produced similar results. Ten percent of the respondants
were considering divorce. Sexual problems and communication
and time deficiencies were reported to be primary factors.
In a study by Williams, Gallis, and Quiriconi (1984),
financial problems, time management, family relations and
sexual problems were reported to be primary reasons why
graduates dropped out. Sewall (1984) found that among
adult undergraduates, barriers to enrollment were reported
to be work, family,

funding,

lack of support, and lack

of information. Triggers to enroll were loss of job,
family encouragement, and children entering school (reduced
home responsibility). Particularly significant in these
studies was the lack of support or communication. Stress
and support seem to

be the cause and resolve of effective

adjustment. Sources of stress in student marriages result
primarily from role strain and financial problems. The
influence of personality variables has also been linked
to marital satisfaction.
Role Strain
Unless students have developed a compatible balance
among student roles, family roles, and other responsibilities,
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there will be role strain. McKean and Piercy (1980)
reported a higher degree of marital adjustment when both
partners were students. No significant differences were
found for age;

however, and interesting finding did come

to light. Those married less than five years reported
higher levels of adjustment than those married more than
five years. Price-Bonham (1973) found that when both
partners were students, marital adjustment was lower.
Although this contradicts McKean and Piercy's findings,
it was also found that when both were students, both
were more often employed. The subjects in Price-Bonham's
study had been married, on the average,

less than two

years. Mckeon and Piercy's subjects produced almost a
fifty-fifty split between those married more than five
years and those married less than five years. McKean
and Piercy suggested that partners enrolled at the same
time are growing and developing at the same rate and
have common ground for communication. They also suggested
that as time married increases, adjustment may in fact
be satisfactory. When both partners are students,they
are frequently involved in different activities.
Instruments such as the Locke-Wallace Short Marital
Adjustment Test, administered to McKean and Piercy's
sample, tend to equate similarity of activities with
satisfaction. In reality,both partners may be satisfied
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in student roles even though they may be involved in
seperate activities. In regard to Price-Bonham's findings
of lower levels of satisfaction for those married less
than two years,

it is logical to hypothesize because both

were involved in outside employment as well as school,
communication was at a minimum. This might produce more
pronounced effects on those still adjusting to marriage.
McRoy and Fisher (1982) found higher levels of
consensus and affection when wife only, or both partners,
were attending school. It would appear that when the
husband supports the wife, or when both are striving
together,

there is congruence with the husband as

provider role. Also, when the husband only was attending,
there were more preschool-age children present, which
may have been an influencing factor.

It was also noted

that when the student husband contributes even some
financial supp9rt, adjustment measures improve.
In regard to women students, VanMeter and Agronow
(1982) reported that a significant predictor of stress
is the husband's perception of the wife's primary role.
A wife may take several roles,

but it is the primary

role that is the mediator. Women who place the family
first perceive more support from their husbands. Another
stressor for wives is their satisfaction with child care.
The more dissatisfaction,

the greater the role strain.
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There is little stress reported when children are
perceived to be receiving adequate care. Hooper (1979)
reported that the closer the wife comes to graduating,
the greater is the outcome anxiety experienced by the
husband and the less supportive he reports himself to be.
This suggests that the husband can support his wife as
a student as long as she puts the family first.

However,

when it comes to taking on a career and a totally new
role,

the

situation changes. This relates to the Van Meter

and Agronow findings of the wife's primary role.
Personality Characteristics
Roles and role perceptions may indeed influence
marital adju~tment. Khan and Sharpley (1980) found that
the spouse's primary value system has an impact on
marital satisfaction. Using the Locke-Wallace Marital
Adjustment Test, they found that individuals with peopleoriented primary value systems experienced greater
marital satisfaction. Those reporting more self-oriented
values had lower satisfaction scores. These findings
indicate that marriage and education involve compromise
and that certain personalities are more prone to making
that adjustment.
Hooper (1979) found a correlation between self
esteem and the number of semesters completed. The longer
the period of enrollment,

the greater the self esteem for
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women students. The less time she had been out of school
before re-enrolling, the greater the wife's self esteem.
Kobasa (1979) found that the perceived element of
control in a given situation was also related to stress.
Those who perceived themselves as vulnerable or alienated
exibit more stress-related symptoms. De Groot (1980)
found that, for student wives, the more external their
locus of control, the more support the husband reported
giving her. Similarly, for student husbands, the more
external their locus of control, the more support the spouse
reported giving him. However, only when the husband was
student did the reported support given by the spouse
positively affect the student. It would appear that in a
stressfuL alienating situation, support from the wife
for the husband had a positive effect on stress reduction,
but the same was not true when the wife was a student.
Finances
Studies by McLaughlin (1985), Gruver and Labadie (1975),
Williams et al.

(1984), Sewall (1984), McKeon and Piercy

(1980), and Price-Bonham (1973) established a relationship
between finances and marital adjustment. Astin (1975)
found

a greater level of persistence in freshmen,

if the

spouse was able to provide major financial support.
Bergen and Bergen (1978) found that a wife supporting
a husband led to increased role strain.
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They also found a relation between the source of income
and the quality of marriage. By frequency of report,
sources of income were: full-time employment by one
partner, part-time employment, veterans benefits, and
loans or savings. Husband's full-time employment was
related to fewer decision-making problems, with greater
disagreement if the husband was not employed. In regard
to loans, involvement of parents and in-laws produced
higher rates of disagreement between partners. Relative
to role strain, greater marital satisfaction resulted,
when the wife was the student, if the husband were
employed full-time. When the husband was the student,
wife employed full-time with the husband providing at
least some income would be optimal. According to
Bergen and Bergen, loans of any type should be avoided,
with preference given to loans from the student's
parents. The f~ndings relating loans to increased levels
of stress are especially important today,
for two-student families.

particularly

Federally guaranteed loans

are easy to get. It is also projected that the interest
rates and fees on these loans will continue to rise
in the future, while college costs continue to increase
as well.
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Discussion
The problems faced by today's married students
are as varried as their individual situations. Almost
without exception, investigators report the need for
responsive counseling services on campus. A primary
source of stress is change in role relations. Khan
and Sharpley (1980) found partners' value systems to be
the most important variable in marital adjustment.
Awareness in this area is one approach counselors can
use. Nelson and Nelson (1981) stressed intra-family
support of three types: emotional support, expressing
caring for family members; esteem support, expressing
feelings of value and worth; and network support,
awareness and utilization of outside support resources.
Gruver and Labadie (1975) suggested that counselors
can help couples improve the quality of time available
and communication techniques. They make a case for
walk-in counseling centers available during off-hours.
McLaughlin (1985) suggested that counseling centers
take a proactive approach, including counseling prior
to enrollment. McLaughlin further suggested that
counseling staffs work with academic departments in the
area of support, increasing interaction with instructors
on a mentoring basis. The university could promote
family involvement through orientation, workshops, and
departmental social functions that would include spouse
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and children. Universities could also provide quality
day care. Glass and Grant (1983) stressed the need for
career counseling, counseling in the areas of coping
skills, development of personal resources, and transitions.
There is much that counseling centers can do,

but the

time constraints of married students must be considered
when office hours are established.
Thon (1984)

made ten recomendations to universities

in regard to the married student population.
1. Formulate a task force to identify needs and
evaluate available services.
2. Identify a person or an office to serve as advocate
for adult students.
3. Provide an informational manual for returning
students.

4. Upgrade career planning and placement.

s.

Improv~ orientation.

6. Provide an opportunity for involvement in
student services (source of employment. and
network support).
7.

Involve families in campus activities.

8. Study the possibility of user fees,

cutting down

on expenses for services married students do not use.
9. Do not forget the traditional population.
10. Emphasize lifelong learning in services and goals.
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Married students often seem invisible on campus; they
are independent and they are pressed for time. Often,
this means they do not h~ve time for cultural offerings
or other activities available on campus. Attempts
should be made to accommodate them

wherever possible.

Financial needs are difficult to address,
especially in today's economy. Opportunities for campus
employment would help. Financial aid personnel could
become more involved with counseling students concerning
indebtedness and with other means of financing.
The married student population is one that will
continue to grow as more people return to school to
continue their education or to re-tool for new careers.
Economic and technological changes demand continued
education. Married students have proven to be serious
and competent students. Due to their low visibility
on campus, mar~ied students are often overlooked
when it comes to programming events and services.
Married students compose a significant population;
every effort should be made to accommodate them.
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